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Voices on the Margins:

Collaborative and Individual Approaches
To Sustaining an Identity
as an Anti-Racist Critical Multicultural Educator

Virginia Lea & Erma Jean Sims

Virginia Lea

SylviaPaynewasawoman of substance! Shewasawoman of |rish descent who
became a doctor in 1900, a time when most women could only dream of such a
profession. Asan adolescent, Sylviahad told her father, aminister in the Protestant
church, of her dream.“ Don'’ t beridicul ous,” hehadreplied. However, Sylvia smother
had given her daughter quite a different response. “I have no doubt you will be a
doctor then,” she had said.

Sylviawas my paternal grandmother. She became a doctor, and then psycho-
analyst. Itistruethat rel ativetomost womenintheEnglish society inwhich shelived
shewasmaterialy andracially privileged. However, her feat wasno mean one. She
had anenormousimpact onmany of her colleagues, andwasaprofessional rolemodel
for womenwhofollowed after her. Sheal so hasan enormousimpact on my identity.
When | was encouraged at boarding school to take up a “profession suited to
women,” | remembered my grandmother. Sylviawould not havelet the controlling
cacophony of authoritarianism decide on the direction of her life.

So armed with my own material and racial privilege, | set out to create my own
identity inadifferent world assoon asl left school. | cametothe United Statesat the
end of the sixties, and since then, many lifetimes, many countries, and numerous
identitieslater, | am here, at thispoint in time, pondering on whom | have become.

| am consciousnessgiven creation by the people | have known andloved, and by
thepeoplewhohaveloved me. | am consciousnessshamed by thepeoplel haveharmed
and strengthened by those who have harmed me. | am Semite spirit, liberated by soul
Africa, and uplifted by Gaelicinspiration. | anthecruel and oppressiveworldsl ama
part of and thekind, egalitarianworldsfor which| strive. | amalongjourney past and
an even longer one ahead. | am souls past and present, including Sylvia Payne's.
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Erma Jean Sims

My mother wasamath teacher inthe segregated Southin Alabama. Shewasthe
first woman in our family to go to college. Although, she only attended college for
oneyear at ahistorically black college, shelearned theval ue of education and found
out how smart shereally wasin mathematics. When shecamehomefromcollege, her
father, my grandfather, saidtoher, “ If you’ reso smart thenyou should beabl etoteach
me to read.” She replied, “Of course, | can teach you to read.” She delighted in
teaching him to read. He had spent al of hisyouth working as a sharecropper and
had no formal education. After several monthsof teaching himtoread, he suddenly
got the hang of it and took off like arocket—reading everything insight. He loved
to read the newspaper to my grandmother. Hewas so proud! Hetold her, “Y ou go
out and teach those young Black people how to read, count and figure as good as
those white folks.”

My mother wasvery proud of her college education and saw teaching asaway
of “uplifting therace.” Shewanted to share her lovefor |earning with young people
who sheknew would havetofacetheharshrealitiesof racism, prejudiceand bigotry
which awaited them at every turn.

Her courage and perseverance are an inspiration to me. | want to belike her, a
teacher, agiver of life, hope, and freedom—freedom fromtheignorance, despair and
hopel essness that kills the human spirit and robs us of our curiosity and creativity.
Sheismy rolemodel, my first teacher, and the best friend | ever had. Her hopesand
dreamsliveoninme.

| am atruth seeker who chooses to shed light in dark places. | am a Native
Americanwomanin black skinwhose soul criesout to theancestorsfor thewisdom
of our people. | an a mother who loves the unloved and cares for those long ago
forgottenby acruel andunforgivingworld. | amachildwhoseheartisfull of gladness
and sorrow. | am the one who will feel the pain of hatred and oppression.

Virginia Lea and Erma Jean Sims

We are teacher educators who consider ourselves a part of agrowing number
of critical multicultural anti-racist teachers, committed to action to change the
educational systemin the United States. We direct our work towards transforming
the processes and outcomes of this system so that they reflect equity and social
justiceonthefully informed termsof thosetraditionally most oppressed. Thiswork,
however, isnot easy, particularly inthe present conservativepalitical climate. This
climate is evidenced by increased standardization of basic literacy and numeracy
skills, a one-size-fits-all pedagogy and subject matter content, and standardized
testing in K-12 public schools and schools of education.

Those of uscommitted to resisting and promoting alternativesto this standard-
ization need to gain clarity about the ways in which hegemony operatesin class-
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rooms, communitiesand in ourselves (Bartholome, 1996; Kumashiro, 2004; Lea&
Helfand, 2004). Asaresult of hegemonic structuresand practices, theroad ahead of
usis littered with obstacles, both structural and ideological. We need to be ableto
support each other in our work, and encourage student teachers, beginning teachers,
practiced teachers, teacher educators, parents, and community membersto jointhe
movement.

In order to make an active contribution to sustaining this movement and
encouraging others to join, we interviewed colleagues who were engaged in
transformative work. We believed that by uncovering and sharing the strategies
these colleagues used to sustain their positions as anti-racist, critical multicultural
educatorsin the face of considerable opposition and barriers, we would be making
an important contribution to those of us struggling to hold on to identities and
practicesasprogressiveand libratory educators. Our goalsmay bestated asfollows:

To identify teachers who defined themselves as anti-racist critical
multicultural educators;

To uncover their journeys to developing identities as anti-racist critical
multicultural educators;

To identify the strategies, both individual and collaborative, that these
educatorsusedto sustaintheiridentitiesand practicesasanti-racist critical
multicultural educators.

The Current Educational Climate

The current educational climate isthe result of a20-year backlash against the
multicultural movement of the 1960 and early 1970s (Sleeter, 2004). Asbell hooks
stated in Teaching Community: A Pedagogy of Hope (2004),

When contemporary progressiveeducatorsall around thenation challenged theway
institutionalized systemsof domination (race, sex, nationalisticimperialism) have,
sincethe origin of public education used schooling to reinforce dominator values,
apedagogical revolution beganin collegeclassrooms. Exposing thecovert conser-
vativeunderpinningsshaping the content of material intheclassroomaswell asthe
way inwhichideol ogiesof dominationinformtheway thinkersteachand actinthe
classroom, opened a space where educators could begin to take seriously what it
would look like to teach from a standpoint aimed at liberating the minds of our
students rather than indoctrinating them. (p. 1)

“Thetrio of anti-immigrant, anti-affirmative action, and anti-bilingual legisla-
tion—California Propositions 187, 209, and 227—have been echoed across the
United States’ (Lea, 20044, p.118). Newcomers to the teaching profession are
contending with increasingly scripted, standardized classroomsthat are not condu-
civetoanti-racit, critical multicultural education. Conservativepolitical |eadershave
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managed to co-opt the achievement agendaaway from critical multiculturalistsand
shift the discourse back to the basics (Sleeter, 2004). Even anti-racist, critical
multicultural educatorsarefinding themsel veshaving to choose between conform-
ing to the dominant educational culture or sustaining their identities and practices.
We must help these educators to identify strategies to sustain their voices on the
margins of the educational system.

Teacherscurrently cannot avoid the standards movement. Because of the extent to
which testing based on state standardsis driving day to day processesin schools,
teachers must reckon with the assumptions of this movement...new teachers not
only lack power withintheschools, but al sodetailed familiarity withthecurriculum
they are expected to teach, and confidence in their pedagogy that comes with
experience. With support a new teacher can learn to work constructively with
multicultural education in the context of the standards movement. Without that
support and encouragement, swimming against the tide is much more difficult.
(Sleeter, 2004, p. 26-27)

Whiteness as a Barrier
to Anti-Racism Critical Multicultural Education

Themajority of educatorsintheUnited Statesarewhiteand middleclass. InWhat
Keeps TeachersGoing?, SoniaNieto (2003) sharescurrent researchinto theimpact
thisreality is having on the educational experiences of working-class students of
color. Nietowrites,

All teachers, whether new or veteran, al so need to know moreabout the studentsthey
teach. Our public urban schools areincreasingly filled by studentswhose lives and
experiencesarevastly different fromthoseof their teachers, whoareoverwhelmingly
White, middleclass, and mono-lingual English-speakers. Most know very little, either
from direct experience or training, about the diversity of their students. If thisisthe
case, they may become frustrated and impatient, longing for an idealized past that
never was, when al children were easy to teach and looked like them. Unless we
preparenew teacherswith thekindsof experiencesthat equipthemtogointo schools
with both level-headedness and hope, the situation will remain the same. (p. 125)

In other words, research indicatesthat educatorsteach best to studentswho are
most likethemselvesintermsof culture, race, ethnicity, and class (Shulman, 1992).
Our responsetothisreality iscomplex. Wemust clearly work to devel op alternative
teacher recruitment and preparation programs that address current barriersto more
teachers of color and people from low-income backgrounds becoming teachers
(Epstein, 1994). However, thislong-term plandoesnotimmediately addresstheneeds
of students whose cultural scripts do not match the cultural scripts assumed as
normal practice by many teachers, who are disproportionately white. |f the needs of
all of our studentsaretobemet, wemust devel opmoreanti-racist, critical multicultural
educators who can empower students who are unlike themselves. Since large
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numbersof teachersfromworking classAfrican American, Latino, Indigenous, and
other oppressed communitiesare not looking to becometeachers(Gordon, 2000), it
makes sense to make sure that the people who become teachers are anti-racist and
critical multicultural. Thismeansfirst of all addressing thecultural scriptsthat drive
our own practice, often without our own awareness (King, 2001).

What Are Cultural Scripts?

Cultural scripts are different ways of thinking, feeling, believing, and acting.
Cultural scriptsare arranged hierarchically. The cultural scriptsin the mainstream
reflect the interests of the socio-economic and educational power structure. Both
mainstream and alternative cultural scripts live within us. As Deborah Britzman
(1998), told us, “ socid structuresliveinindividualsand...individualsliveinhistory”
(p.138). Believingthat weembody cultural scriptslikeindividualism, democracy, and
egalitarianism prevents usfrom seeing our own contradictions. But if we“ choose”
to, we can change the cultural scriptsthat influence our practice (Lea, 20044).

Whiteness as Cultural Scripts

Whitenessisadynamic set of ideol ogical cultural scriptsthat people construct,
reconstruct, internalize and practice to reproduce white privilege and social, eco-
nomic, cultural and political advantage. Whitenessis a process that leads to white
socio-economic, political and cultural supremacy. By privileging certain cultural
scripts over others in the mainstream of the United States, including public class-
rooms, white supremacy isassured. (Lea, Sims& Takhar, 2004).

Amandal ewis(2004) describedthefollowingal toofamiliar reality. Somewhite
middleclassteachersassumethat the“normal” way of celebrating istheir way—Ilow
volume, one on one congratulations—and that when African American children
expressalternativestylesof celebratingintheclassroom—higher volume, public, and
kinesthetic—this is considered a behavior problem. In making these assumptions,
teachersare, inour view, following oneof thecultural scriptsthat make up whiteness.
By valuing somenorms, vauesand cultural practicesover others, whitenesssustains
thesocid structureinwhichweliveinthe United States, and theplace cultural groups
hold in that hierarchy. Whiteness sustains the structure of schools.

Themore power and authority one haswithinthe educational system, themore
likely it isthat one cannot follow alternative, transformative scriptsif onewantsto
keep one' s job. The knowledge, identities and practices of educators reflect their
positionsin the socio-economic, race, and gender hierarchy. The political nature of
thisknowledge and thewaysin which it legitimizes our interestsis often hidden to
usin a society built on structural inequities that are given legitimacy by a well-
disseminated system of myth and ideology. When our position(s) in the socio-
economic becomes visible, we frequently rationalize our relationship to power in
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order to reduce our discomfort. This discomfort arises out of an awareness of our
privilegeand/or anegative senseof self that hasbeen“ transmitted” by thedominant
system of myth and ideology. Jeannie Oakes and Martin Lipton (1999) described

four rel atedideol ogies—revol ving around themythsof merit, scientific efficiency,
competition, and progress—that characterize American cultureand schooling and
prevent society and school sfrom realizing their democratic possibilities. Teachers
who sensetheomni presenceof ideol ogy—including their own—enlargetheir ability
to interpret the world of their schools and to succeed in their daily work. (p. 15)

However, ashuman beingsweal so haveagency. All knowledgeand identity is
constructedinsocial contexts, and given support, wecan placeoursel vesin contexts
in which we can develop alternative cultural scripts, based on anti-racism, critical
multiculturaismandsocid justice. Evenif weareimmersedinmainstreameducational
contexts, once we become aware of the waysin which we have been socialized by
particular cultural scripts, we can, if motivated, practice alternative cultural scripts
and act differently inthemany contextsof our lives. Historically, itisthisawareness
that has characterized the activism of anti-racist, critical multicultural educators.
However, we notethat whilefollowing an alternative script represents our wanting
to change the existing system and our preparednessto take arisk to do so, those of
us with white privilege are likely to experience less severe socio-economic and
political consequences when we choose to take such risks.

Review of the Literature

Theliteratureisrepletewith storiesabout extraordinary educators, awareof their
ownlivesandthewaysthesociety inwhichthey livedworked, who havetakenrisks,
and managed to continuetheir anti-racist, social justice actionsintheface of severe
obstacles. What followsisavery small selection from thisliterature.

JaneAddams,|daB.Wells,andHerbKohl

InRefusing Racism(2002), CynthiaStokesBrown examinestheanti-racist livesof
severd individuals. In thefollowing, we draw on Stokes' research to extrapolate the
traitsand strategiesthey dl shareintheir quest to continuetheir work onthemargins.

JaneAddamswashornin 1860 (-1935). Addamswasthedaughter of awhitemill
owner, banker and state senator—one of themost powerful meninlllinois. In 1889,
she opened Hull House, a “settlement house” for immigrants from Europe that
provided social services. Hull Houseal so functioned asaspaceinwhich alternative
political mindsrevisited educational and political cultureand devel oped community
networks as a foundation of democracy.

IdaB.Weéllswashbornin 1862 (-1931). Wellswasan African Americanwoman
who lived in Chicago and developed an international anti-lynching campaign. She
set out to show that the causes of lynching were rooted in social and economic
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repressions and not in emotionally charged accusations of rapethat usually lead to
thedeath of black men. Shewasinfluenced by Addams' ideasof community-based
education asasiteof powerful social reform. Bothwomen broadened the definition
of progressive education to one that was community-based, directed towards
equality, life-long, and engaged notions of racial and gender democracy.

Herb Kohl wasbornin 1937 and raised inthe Bronx in New Y ork. Kohl isthe
grandson of anon-Zionist, democratic socialist, white Jewishimmigrant fromRussia
in 1905. Kohl has written numerous books, chapters, and articles on critical peda-
gogy, includingtheseminal, “1 won'tlearnfromyou” that describesthewilled refusal
to learn of some oppressed students as an act of resistance against a culture of
domination. Kohl believesthat redemption comesfromactionagainstinjusticeinthe
world, and that to do thiswork we have to keep peopl €' s suffering in mind and not
restin comfort.

SinceKohlisstill very muchalive, wewritethefollowing paragraphinthepresent
perfecttensetoreflect hison-goingactivismandthelivinglegacy of Adamsand Wells.
Overtheirlifetimes, Adams, Wells, and Kohl haveexpressed several traitsincommon.
Throughout their activist lives, they haveall beenin good health, and approached life
with unusual optimism. They have had ahigh degree of energy with aless-than-usual
need for sleep. In addition, they have all had a pronounced capacity for independent
thinking, andarel ativelack of interestinmaterial possessionsandwealth, animportant
quality in sustaining alife that did not promise riches. They have al been able to
envisionasoci ety without racial discrimination, to maintai n an on-going awarenessof
the suffering of others, and to hold a moral commitment to action against injustice.
Lastly, they have believed in palitical activism as an approach to teaching.

ChristineClark and JamesO’ Donnell and theCultural Scriptsof Whiteness

In their (1999) edited book, Becoming and Unbecoming White: Owning and
Disowning a Racial Identity, Christine Clark and James O’ Donnell describe their
work to create oppositional spacesto fight for equality and social justice. Clark and
O’ Donnell are white, multicultural educatorswho work with student teacherswho
are not receptive to the ideas embedded in critical multicultural education and a
critique of thediscourse of whiteness. Clark & O’ Donnell’ santi-racist pedagogy is
based on the following strategies:

Using narrativeresearch (story-telling aspedagogy) to enablewhiteteacherstotell
their storiesabout racism and become aware of the systemic signifiersand markers
of racism;

Exposing white student teachersto experiences outside the Eurocentric norm; and

Setting up alternative classroom structures so that these student teachers engage
with people of color and anti-racist whites, on the terms of these groups, through
books, newspapers, and films.
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ThePoliticsof Survival in Academia

The goal of the authors of the book, The Poalitics of Survival in Academia:
Narratives of Inequality, Resilience, and Success (2002), isto encourage all persons
frommarginalized groupstoexpresstheir views, and spell out for thepublicthesecrets
of their resilience and determination to excel even against the expectations of others.
Resilienceisseenastheability to pursueacademicgoal sover aperiodof timeregardless
of the personal sacrifices, efforts required, and obstacles confronted.

Theauthorsin thisedited volume believe that survival and successin academia
requires a sophisticated knowledge and analysis of the politics of academia. This
includes understanding that structural injustices substantially jeopardizetheintellec-
tual, theoretical and methodological contributions made by faculty and scholars of
color to the various disciplines in the academy. It also includes understanding that
systemicracist practicesunderminetherichnessof an open, humaneandfair academy.

Theauthorsbelievethat thepoliticsof identity areseminal totheir survival. They
have managed to self empower by creating new selves without rejecting their
“enduring” selves(i.e., the selves strongly connected to their ethno/racial cultures
and groups.). Their ability to stay the course has involved confronting failure and
racismand neglect and doingit with courage, resourceful ness, and persistence. They
have learned to address the clashes between their cultural values and structura
indifferenceto cultural diversity, and havein this contradictory space realized that
prejudice, racism, and inequality dehumanize not only victims but al so oppressors.

Whilethestrategiesoffered by all of the contributorsare of interest, those used
by LilaJacobsand Cecil Canton stood out for us. For Jacobs, survival onthemargins
isenhanced by recognizing the power of telling our own storiesasaway of defining
and redefining our selves and giving voiceto the voiceless. “Telling my storiesis
anaffirmationof myself, aswell asanact of solidarity withsomany other; otherswho
arealso struggling to keep their coreidentity asthe situations and circumstances of
theirliveschange” (p. 13). For Jacobs, “ my work comesfromaplaceof love, but | still
use anger that comes from seeing injustice as a motivational force. Love doesn’t
precludewrath, infact, it sometimes demandsit” (p.9).

For Canton, working on the margins depends on avoiding being “ co-opted” by
asystemthat refusedto accept Blacksasequals. Canton’ sidentity was* fired by self-
determination and forged in “ Black Power.” Hedrawson thisideology inrejecting
a sense of desperation and feelings of hopelessness and powerlessness, and the
pressuretobea’“ Black whiteman” anda“ sell out.” Heencouragesthereader to“ find
others of like mind who can support you and support them aswell.” He concludes
by encouraging the reader to “ always be positive and as the late Adam Clayton
Powell, from New Y ork reminded us, “ Keep thefaith, baby!” (p. 32).

Inwhat follows, we share our own research into the strategies, both individual
andcollaborative, that someof theanti-racist critical multicultural educatorsweknow
use to sustain their identities and practices.
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Methodology

In our own research we began by identifying 30 K-12, college, university, and
community educatorswhoweconsideredto bedoing anti-racist, critical multicultural
work. For this stage in what is an on-going project we then chose 10 of these
educators—four each, plus each other— to interview in depth about their journeysto
devel opingidentitiesasanti-racist critical multicultural educators. Weencouragedthe
educatorsto tell ustheir stories. We hoped that the personal narratives that emerged
wouldreflect fully thecultural scriptsthat haveshapedtheinterviewees' lives.Wealso
wanted to find out how they had actively devel oped strategiesto reshapetheir cultural
scriptswhen necessary to meet their anti-racist critical multicultural goals.

After transcribing the interviews, we used discourse analysis (L ea, 2004b) to
identify the strategies, both individual and collaborative, that these educators used
to sustain their identities and practices on the margins of the dominant educational
system. Wedid sowithinasocial reconstructionist, anti-racist, critical multicultural
framework (Sleeter & Grant, 1994), acknowledging theimpact of our own cultural
scripts on our interpretations.

Profiles of Ten Anti-Racist, Critical Multicultural Educators

ElenaFeather ston identifiesasablack Americanwoman of African, Irishand
Native American descent, asadaughter, mother and grandmother, and asanti-racist
activist. Inthepast shehasidentified asawriter, filmmaker, educator, and artist, she
now sees her self asamulticultural consultant and atrainer, and amediator. Elena,
who has taught at New College of San Francisco in the departments of Women’s
Studi esand Psychol ogy, madethedecisionto devel op her own organization offering
cross-cultural consulting fromoutsidetheacademy. Her friendswhowork insidethe
academy provide accessto thetrendsin the languaging of power. Elenarecognizes
her own contradictory identities—the ways in which she is both privileged and a
target of race, class and gender oppression.

Jean | shibashi isanoral higher/ourstorianand migrant academicworker, whose
family wasimprisoned during WWI1. Jean re-searches, re-cogni zes, re-spects, and
re-tells the stories she uncovers as an activist educator. She also identifies, as a
daughter, a partner, amother, and as a person of color who is Asian and Japanese
American. Jeanattained her Ph.D. insocial and cultural studiesineducationfromthe
University of Cdliforniaat Berkeley. Shehastaughtinthe Ethnic Studiesdepartments
and Schoolsof Education at Sonoma State and San Francisco State Universities, as
well astheuniversity of California, Berkeley.

Judy Helfand identifiesasawhiteupper middleclasswomanwith both Jewish
and Chrsitian heritage, aleshian, amother, afeminist, and apartner. Shehasworked
asacommunity activist since she attended the University of Californiaat Berkeley
inthe 60s. Judy taught high school inthe seventies. She currently teaches American
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Cultures at Santa Rosa Junior College, offers workshops that address what it means
to bewhite, andisaresearcher and author inthisarea. Sheliveswith her partner of 25
yearsinrural SonomaCounty in California. Her earth-based spirituality, leshianism,
radical viewsinregard to politics, economics, and theenvironment, and her antiracist
outspokenness help define her marginality as her economic security, class back-
ground, white skin, and education maintain her connection to power and privilege.

Kitty Kelly Epsteinidentifiesherself asawhitewomanof Irishdescent, amother,
acommunity activist and acritical multicultural, anti-racist educator. Kitty hasbeen
activeintheeducation arenafor morethan 25 years, and doesnot view herself ason
the margins because her center has been a struggle with oppressed people against
racism, sexism, classism, and homophobiain the Oakland schools and throughout
the state of California. Intheearly 1990s, Kitty fought against theintroduction of a
series of racist social studies textbooks, published by Houghton Mifflin, into the
Oakland schoals. Thisactionisjust oneexampleof how Kitty hasused her Ph.D.in
education to point out theinaccuracies, omissions, and outright liesin social studies
texts, and help parents and community activists' voicesto be heard and affirmed.
Kitty inspires her pre-service teachers with her own stories of battleswon and lost
in the fight for intellectual excellence and high academic performance for all the
childrenin the city of Oakland and the State of California.

Edinamara(M ar a) Rufinoisablack Brazilian educator of African, Portuguese
and Native-Brazilian descent, the mother of 12 month old Stefano and the only
daughter fromlower-classfamily of fivechildren. Maraisthefirstwomaninher family
tohaveever finished high school, and theonly personinher wholefamily whoholds
ahigher education degree, speaks languages other than her native one, and to visit
other countries. Shelivesin Italy with husband Marco, and currently teaches ESL.
She studied for her BA and MA at Sonoma State University. Her thesis concerned
Italian teachers’ perceptions of multicultural education. Marabelievesthat knowl-
edgeaswell asperceivedreality arevery subjective, and areshaped by one’ scultural
paradigm. Her experiencesin placessuchasAngola, Sweden, Jerusalem, GazaStrip,
United States, and Italy aswell asin Brazil have provided her with critical insights
andfirst hand experiencesregarding oppression, classism, injustice, racism, violence
and many formsof discrimination, bothfromoppressorsaswell asoppressed people.
Shefeelsthat her lifeexperience hasenhanced her waysof seeing, thinking, feeling,
believing and acting, but it has also turned her into a 34-year-ol d-defragmented-
womanwithouta“home.” Sheiscurrently planning anintercultural writing project
concerningwomen’ sperceptionof everyday lifeintheUnited States, Italy, and Brazil.

CarrieWilson identifies herself asan African American woman, awife of 32
years, amother of three, adaughter from afamily of eleven children, ahigh school
administrator, and aneducationresearcher. CarrieistheVicePrincipal ataninner city
urbanhighschool inVallego, California. Sheattemptedtoimplement anapproved but
controversial new grading system that did not include grades of “D” and “F.” The
students were given an “1” (incomplete) grade instead of “D”s and “F’s. These
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studentswere expected to cometo the Academic Clearinghousethat sheestablished
and directed to make up missed assignments, tests, and demonstrate academic
competency inincomplete subjects. Carrie found her voice being marginalized by
teachers, students, and parents as well as school district personnel who insisted
upon areturn to the traditional grading system of “A” to “F”".

Tony Gross describes himself as an African American male raised by his
grandparentsin Atlanta, Georgia. Tony climbed the academic hierarchy, first asa
special education classroom teacher, then asavice principal for over 20 years, and
then as the principal of Jesse Bethel, an inner city urban high school. Tony’s
leadership of the high school hasn’t always been easy due to the progressive and
controversial programshehel pedtodesignandwashiredtoimplementinthishighly
diversehigh school. One of the programsfor which Tony cameunder attack wasthe
programthat Carrie attempted to implement.

William Frederick “ Fred” Ellisdescribeshimself asan AfricanAmericanmale,
afather, aMorehouse Collegealumni, acritical multicultural anti-racist educator, a
product of the civil rights movement, and a freedom fighter for social justice and
academicexcellencefor all children. Fredwasthefounder of theRavenswood Project
at aprivatecatholiccollegein Oakland. TheRavenswood Project waslocatedin East
Palo Alto, California and was an outreach, recruitment and retention, off campus
teacher education programaimed at increasing thenumber of teachersof colorinthe
teaching profession. Theproject cameunder fireby thecoll egeadministrationwhose
commitment to diversity wasmore symbolic thanreal. Fred refused to abandon the
ideaof increasing the numbers of people of color intheteaching field. He helped to
forge a partnership between California State University and the Oakland Unified
School Districtwithasimilar missionof preparing qualified peopleof colortojointhe
teaching professionandteachin Oakland schools. TheOakland Partnership Program
isstill going strong.

Erma Jean Simsidentifies as a Black woman of Cherokee and Irish descent
raisedinamiddleclassblack community inasmall Ohiotown. Inspired by her mother,
amathteacher inthesegregated South, ErmaJeanwasinformed at an early ageabout
whiteness cultural scripts and the coping strategies necessary to navigate an often
hostile society. Her Juris Doctor in Law has provided her with critical insightsinto
thewaysinwhich racism hasbeen codified andlegalizedin our educational system.
As a teacher educator at Sonoma State University, she is actively involved in
teaching critical multicultural pedagogy and critical racetheory to her studentsinthe
elementary teaching credential program. She continues to struggle with other
oppressed people around issues of racism, classism, sexism and homophaobia.

VirginialL eaidentifiesasawoman of European (French, Irish, and Scandina-
vian) and Arab descent, as amother and partner, and as someone committed to the
struggle for kindness, equality, equity, and social justice. She was raised in a
professional, upper middle-classfamily in southeast England, and was profoundly
influenced by her boarding school experience, which she hated. She went to the
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United States at the age of 18, where she began her university experience. Virginia
saw her 20 yearsteachingin England, Trinidad, Quebec, and the United States, and
her sojournsin Algeriaand France as a part of a collective effort to transform the
injusticesof theeducation and wider social system. Shereceived her Ph.D. insocial
and cultura studiesineducationfromtheUniversity of Californiaat Berkeleyinorder
to be more effectivein pursuing her educational and political activism. Virginia's
current educational activismat SonomaState University involvesresearchinto anti-
racism and whiteness, the recruitment of more teachers of color and low-income
teachers, and the preparation of anti-racist, critical multicultural and “ educultural”
educators.*

Sustaining Anti-Racist, Critical Multicultural Practices:
Collective Strategies

Out of the aboveinterviewswe identified several collective strategiesthat the
interviewees regularly undertook in order to sustain their practice. All of the
interviewees found the community asite of strength and support for their political
activism. Each of them saw education as political and community action through
which we can devel op a sense of solidarity and moral commitment to the needs of
oppressed people in the community.

Many of the women described gaining an understanding of their identities
through indigenousteachings, through listening to the ancestors, to the spirit of the
wind, to animals, and to mother earth. Judy talked about using drumming circlesto
connect with the many dimensions of self and with others across time.

Although not all of the interviewees were oral historians like Jean Ishibashi,
many of them used narrative research in the form of story-telling about race
experiences and about the biases embedded in our cultural scripts to sustain their
identities. They emphasi zed theimportanceof listeningto others, their oral histories,
and their creativity.

Our intervieweesdescribed anumber of classroomsapproachesto help student
teachersaswell astheir instructorsmoveintothe* cracksand crevices’ betweenthe
cultural scripts that define our lives. In that space, independence of thought and
action becomes more possible. Examples of classroom activities included the
“cultural portfolio” (Lea, 2004a), masks(Lea& Griggs, inpress), poetry, role-plays
and simulation, case studies, critical incidents, and videos. In addition, most of the
interviewees depended on friends and partners to support them when they felt the
needto moveaway fromthemargins, andrelied ontheir encouragement to helpthem
move back to the margins.

Several intervieweesdescribed using simulation asateaching approachto help
students understand what Elena calls the dominant “ scarcity model” that keeps us
frommovingtowardsthemargins. Thismodel, thisset of cultural scriptsisanaspect
of whiteness. Not only did several interviewees describe this model in their own
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terms, but they also described actively developing alternative small-scale educa
tional models as antidotes to whiteness. Examplesincluded the Educultural Foun-
dation, and Project Quest.?

Interviews—Individual Strategies

Our interviewees al so described very personal strategiesthat they had adopted
tosustaintheir rolesasanti-racist, critical multicultural educators. These strategies
included the use of prayer and meditation, reflective journaling as a means of
developing self-understanding and accountability, and what was described as
“hearing with our hearts,” especially inside the academy where theintellect rules.

Other strategies included moving physically to another space for inspiration,
clarity and self-renewal; gaininginsightsand strength about raceand whitenessfrom
thewritingsof anti-racist (etc.), feminist peopleof color andtheir whiteallies; gaining
inspiration and strength from the struggles of people of color and their white allies
intheCivil Rightsmovement, Anti-War movements, anti-capitalist movements, and
currently theanti-US/Britishempiremovement.

Conclusions

Action-Oriented Social Consciousness

Wehaveemerged fromthefirst stageof thisproject withagreater understanding
of thekindsof peoplewho engageinanti-racist, critical multicultural activism. Each
of them embracesawillingnesstodisrupt familiar categoriesand rel ationshipseven
if thisresultsin being very uncomfortableand undermining privilege. They arealso
willingto navigatefeelingsof conflict/dissonance, andidentify their ownbiasesand
taken-for-granted realities—their own cultural scripts. The anti-racist, critical
multicultural educators whom weinterviewed were al so prepared to cross cultural
borders, and tolook closely at thewaysinwhichthe United States' socio-economic
structure and the culture of power privilege upper-class, male, and white people at
theexpenseof others. They werewillingtocritiquetheir own classroompractice, and
tointerruptracist, classist, sexist, homophobic, and ableist behavior, eventheir own.
They were motivated to explore how the practices and outcomes of school and
society are socially constructed and reconstructed.

Action-Oriented Social Consciousness—W hiteness

Whiteness is a huge part of the reason why many teachers, like many human
beings outside of schooal, are unwilling to rethink their motivationsand the goal s of
the society in which they live. We conclude by looking at how many of them
continuously negotiate whiteness in the attempt to sustain anti-racist critical
multicultural identities and practices (Sleeter, 2004). The white educators in our
research expressed awillingness to recognize how white social bonding has made
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itdifficultfor whitepeopletobuildrelationshipsacrossraceborders(Sleeter, 1993).
They wereal so willing to recogni ze how whitenessreproduces white privilege and
power inrelationtopeopleof color. Finally, they werepreparedtolook closely at the
ways in which whiteness privileges white people and people of color who have
bought into the cultural scripts of whiteness. It seemsto usthat given thelove and
commitment of all of theactivistsworking onthemarginsof our educational system,
thereishopefor amore equitable and socially just society—one that Sylvia Payne
and ErmaJean Sims’ mother would be proud of .

Notes

1 The Educultural FoundationisaCalifornia501 © 3 nonprofit organization that teaches
critical thinkingabout socia and cultural issuesthroughmusicandthevisual and performingarts.

2 Project Quest isateacher recruitment, preparation and devel opment program partner-
ship between Sonoma State University (SSU), Solano Community College (SCC), and two
high-need LEAS, Vallgjo and Fairfield-Suisun. The goal of the partnership isto restructure
teacher recruitment, preparation, and professional support and development in such a way
as to meet the needs of previously under-served populations—low-income, under-repre-
sented teachers and academically unsuccessful students.
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